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The Road to Trinity
Seventy-five years ago, Los Alamos scientists detonated the world’s first nuclear explosion

By Madeline Whitacre, archivist-historian, and Alan Carr, senior historian, National Security
Research Center

With a brilliant hot flash and a loud boom, the giant mushroom cloud with its fiery core filled
the predawn sky above the New Mexico desert.

The nuclear age had begun.

It was 75 years ago on July 16, 1945, that Los Alamos scientists changed the world with
the successful detonation of “the Gadget” — the device created to test the Fat Man implosion-
type plutonium weapon before it was taken into combat.

However, the road to Trinity, as the test was named by J. Robert Oppenheimer, who is
thought to have been inspired by a line in a John Donne poem, was a difficult one.

From Day One

Over the course of about 28 months in the early 1940s, the secret lab in Los Alamos
developed two types of nuclear weapons. Little Boy, the uranium, gun-type weapon dropped
on Hiroshima, did not undergo a full-scale nuclear test. However, Fat Man, the implosion-type
nuclear weapon, did because scientists did not want to risk dropping a significant portion of the
world’s supply of plutonium over enemy territory should the device not detonate.

Location, Location, Location

Physicist Kenneth Bainbridge was chosen as the Trinity test director and ultimately selected
Jornada del Muerto (often translated as Journey of the Dead Man) as the Gadget’s test site. As
a part of the Alamogordo Bombing and Gunnery Range, the location was already owned by the
government and it was near the Los Alamos lab (200-some miles to the south).

In order to keep the secret of the bomb after the Trinity test, two press releases were
prepared. One stated that a munitions dump had exploded at the bombing range and a second
stated that a munitions dump containing gas shells had exploded. The latter would be
distributed in case nearby populations needed to evacuate.

The Nuclear Age Begins

As the Trinity test day approached, there were some tense moments. The plutonium
had expanded from the summer heat and wouldn’t fit into the Gadget, so it had to cool in the
shade. Then, thunderstorms delayed the detonation for almost an hour and a half.

Finally, years of research and effort culminated at 5:29 a.m.


http://nsrc.lanl.gov/
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The power from the Gadget’s detonation was equivalent to around 21,000 tons of TNT
and destroyed the tower on which it had been placed. The mushroom cloud grew to about
3,280 feet wide, then rose in a column of smoke to a height in excess of 40,000 feet.

As the team looked on, feelings reportedly ranged from surprise to relief to jubilance to
dread, with a common hope that World War Il would be over soon.

Box: Records on the Gadget and the Trinity test are part of the collections in the
National Security Research Center — the Lab’s classified library located in the National Security
Sciences Building. The NSRC houses the world’s most comprehensive collection of nuclear
security materials.

Captions:

1. Kenneth Bainbridge was appointed the director of the Trinity test. He selected the
location for the Gadget’s detonation.

2. Aletter from Kenneth Bainbridge, Trinity director, discusses what would become the
test site for the implosion-type nuclear weapon developed at the Lab.

3. A map of the Trinity test site shows its location, which was selected by Physicist and
Trinity Test Director Kenneth Bainbridge.

4. A newspaper report describes the Trinity test, which was characterized as an
ammunition explosion connected to Alamogordo Air Base, in order to maintain the
secrecy of the Los Alamos nuclear weapons development.

5. The Trinity test, shown in this photograph taken by Jack Aeby, on July 16, 1945, was the
world’s first nuclear explosion and one of the greatest scientific achievements of all
time.

Kenneth T. Bainbridse
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A map of the Trinity test site shows its location, which was selected by Physicist and Trinity Test Director Kenneth Bainbridge.



Munitions .
Explode at
iA IamoDump

(By The Assoclated. Prm\

An ammunitlon mnulne x-
ploded early today in a' remoh
ial'fl of the Alamogoedo Alr Rase |
| reservation, producing & bril.|
"liant flash and blast which were|
reported to have heen obaerved )
an far away as Gallup, 235 miles |
northwest,

Col. Willlam 0O,+ Earcckson,
Alamagorde commandant, de-)
clared there was “no loss of Iliei
or_injury. to.panyone,-snd {hat,
property damage oulside of (he
explosives m-:lllnusglL.mLO_;
neglighble” . .. oo e

His statement sald lﬂe‘ml
tine contalned *a  considerable
amount of ‘high explosives and
pyrolechnics,” and that' “weather
condlitions affecting the content!
of zas shells exploded by'<the
blast” might make It desirable
to evacuate (emporarily a  few)
civillana,

There Is ;elrmnn area on the

reservation,
. At “Alamogordo, 10 mllu fmm
the hase, Mrs, Tom Charles sald|
she knew. of no damage  there
from the Bxploslon, 2

At SHver Clty, 135 miles mlh-
weal, and at Gallup the blast rat-
tied windows. The' vivid flash
preceding the concusaion by wev-
eral minutes was reported seew

hichways . around Albuquergue,
150 mlles north.”

*“I'saw a flash of fire followed
by a violent explosion  and
smoke,” reporied . Ranger'. Ray
Snilth “&n duty’ o&lhe Lookout
Mountain tow'ef, heéarReaverhead,
northwest of NII Cily, -

He mald there were two other
smaller explosions, ‘occurring af
5:30 a.'m, 111 saild he had no ex- |
planation for the blasts,

From Gallup cama reporls thal
iwo explosians rattled windows|!
there this morning spd awoke a
number of persons at 5:45 a. m,

~“An “exrloslon heard near So-|!
corro “lighted up the sky like the
sun,” reporied”Joe” Wills, Sacorro
theater operator,

ALBUQUERQUE_AJOURNAI.

reseegran U E

-strewn _munds of.
d structures,
rom S:gna] Corps)

|‘ T'Appealsi_‘

| Workers |

‘Moctntain

Alamogordo Blast
Jolts Wide Arga -

- Coatlnud fro- Pnn Onl T

Albuquerque Is 150 mlles Irom
Alamogordo @

Ga!'up res.den s’ re,por‘e;d'thelr
windows were rattled by two. ex-
plosions at’ about 5:45 a. m. offi-
Bals at the nearby ‘Wingate ord-
nance ﬂep‘c‘ﬂ—re—ﬁaﬂe
of no blast 1here -

* At Silver City, 135 mile€ west
of Alamogordp, the windows. rat-
tled- and at a tower on Lookout
_ near . Beavethead;
northwest of Silver City, Forést

Ranger Ray Smith said he saw, a
flash of . {ire followed by a vid-
lent explosion rand smoke in the

direction of Alamogordo.  : --.
'| Smaller Explosions .

| __He said .there were several

smaller- explosions and - placed

the time at 5:30.a. m.

" In -Alamogordo, 10 miles from
the tase, Mrs, Tom Charles said
the explosion had caused no par-
ticular’ eomment and no damage
so far as she knew. :

lrr-rnuooo"

‘Eareckson's . statement saxd
“weather—conditions. aftecung_the
LUuu:.(‘s_Of—g'B

he biast ‘may. make it des1rable
for the Army to evacuate tem-

1t for- ~he Blg Three

sserted

. 9

ands of tﬁe‘ Japane.@:e

e met,

the railroads

porarily a few cw:hans ~from
their homes.”

—Thereis a civilian area.on the
Alamogordo reserx;atlon.

]




IM-9:C76




